
Abstract No. 17

DISTRIBUTIO N, CO NSERVATIO N AND IDEN TIFIC A TIO N  OF  
Strobilanthes sp. IN SRI LANK A

R .M .R . N ilan th i

D epartm ent o f  W ildlife Conservation, Jayanthipura, B attaram ulla, Sri Lanka. 

nilanthi.dw c@ gm ail.com

Strobilanthes is the m ost species-rich genus (T he nam e ‘N e lu ’ is applied  to the w hole genus) 
com ing under Fam ily Acanthaceae which w as first described  by B lum e (1826) from 
specim ens collected in W est Java. This is one o f  the  largest genera in  the  flora o f  Sri Lanka 
and one o f  the m ost interesting. Strobilanthes is w idely  d istributed  over tropical south and 
south east A sia and individual species are restricted  to  iso lated  islands. 31 species have been 
reported in Sri Lanka and out o f  them 26 species are endem ic. Shrubs o f  the genus 
Stroblilanthes dom inate the m ontane forest understory  in  Sri Lanka.

The species o f  Stroblilanthes range in grow th habit from  short perennial herbs to  densely 
branched, erect shrubs and m any species are  reported  to  be p lietesial; p lants w hich grow  for 
several years before flow ering, setting seed and dying. Som e N elu  species are know n only 
from collections m ade several years ago and they m ay have becom e already  extinct as a 
result o f  their habitats being lost to agriculture. A ccording to  the R ed L ist o f  2012, out o f  the 
total o f  21 threatened Strobilanthes species, 1 is listed as E xtinct (endem ic), 6 are listed as 
Critically Endangered ‘Possibly E xtinct’ (o f  th is 5 are endem ic), five are  listed  as C ritically  
Endangered (all are endem ic); eight are listed as E ndangered  (all are endem ic); and  one is 
listed as V ulnerable (endem ic). Species delim itation  rem ains problem atic , essentially  
because m any species are poorly known and rarely  collected , m ainly  because o f  their 
seasonal flowering pattern. N evertheless, new  species have been described in the past 
decade and it is possible that others still rem ain  to  be  discovered. T here are som e m ore 
varieties under few o f  those species. A lso further taxonom ic review s m ay result in 
discovering o f  new  species in future. Further, d ifferen tia ting  indistinct anatom ical 
differences betw een c losely  related taxa needs h ighly trained  taxonom ists.

In the current study specim ens o f  15 Strobilanthes species w ere co llected  from  the d ifferent 
locations o f  the island for both preparation o f  herbarium  sam ples and  extraction  o f  DNA. 
D istribution m aps w ere prepared using A rcview  G IS. H erbarium  sam ples w ere prepared  and 
deposited in the national herbarium , Peradeniya. W e used D N A  barcod ing  for identification 
o f  15 N elu species p resen t in Sri Lanka. Tw o universally  accep ted  barcoding  regions, rbcL  
and tm H -psbA  w ere used for discrim ination o f  species.
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C o n tin u e d

A CTAB based extraction protocol was optimized to acquire good quality DNA from Nelu 
species rich in phenols and other secondary metabolites including indigo, those possibly 
affect quality and quantity of extracted DNA. PCR was done with high-fidelity Taq 
polymerase and amplified regions were gel-purified and sequenced from both directions. 
Cleaned DNA sequences were aligned with Clustal X program and the phylogenetic analysis 
was done with PHYLIP program. Our results showed that the DNA barcoding technology 
can effectively be used for discrimination of Nelu species in Sri Lanka. DNA barcoding 
together with morphological characterization can be used to resolve the phylogeny of the 
Genus Strobilanthes.
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